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Sherwood Anderson is a very peculiar writer in the history of American literature. 
He was born in 1876, in Camden, Ohio. Anderson’s peak period of writing career saw 
the transition of America from agrarian age to industrialization age. His best book, 
Winesburg, Ohio, saturated with deep nostalgia toward the golden pastoral agrarian age, 
is a portrait of the small town life of that period of time. 
Winesburg，Ohio is an artistic representation of the difficult situations human 
beings are caused in and a parable of alienation and loss of love of the modern men. In 
his novel, each individual story is a poetic prose with slow pace and melodic tone. 
Anderson does not only intend to present us an objective picture of life at that period 
of time, but also makes a record of an important historic period of America with his 
fertile imagination and deep love toward his compatriot. With the tone peculiarly of a 
storyteller, Anderson tells the listener the group of weird and unaccountable tales of the 
grotesques and plays a melody full of nostalgia and despair. The novel seems loose in 
structure, but it’s a coherent whole. Anderson makes full use of imageries and lyrical 
words to impress the reader; of simple but meaningful symbols to reveal the dull and 
gray theme of loss of love; and of the moments of epiphany to expose the inner world 
of the grotesques and embody the eternity in one moment. It is evident that Sherwood 
Anderson is a forerunner of modernism who combines various modernistic creative 
techniques, rather than simply a realist, naturalist or romanticist. 
Using modernistic narrative techniques, Anderson presents us a group of modern 
grotesques and the mature process of George Willard, the young reporter for the local 
newspaper. All the grotesques in the novel try to reach out to George to form intimate 
relationships with him. They wish not only to find an outlet of emotional release in 
George, but also to regain the social value and a way of life they cherish so much. In 
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grotesque beneath their grotesque appearance and behavior, and he himself also finds 
the true meaning of life. With his own understanding of life and the people around him, 
George has accomplished his evolution from ignorant adolescent to mature manhood 
and finally, with the influences the grotesques have imparted on him and his own 
concept of life, leaves Winesburg and begins a new life. The Winesburg town becomes 
the background for him to realize the dreams of his manhood. In the novel, George 
Willard is the central figure who gains his maturity as a modern man while interacting 
with the grotesques. In this sense, Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio is a well-designed 
novel created with modernistic narrative techniques, which are against the traditional 
artifice. 
This thesis consists of five parts. Introduction is about Anderson’s life and his 
artistic views on fiction. Chapter One tries to use Freudian psychoanalysis, especially 
Freud’s iceberg theory about human psyche and his theory on the ego defense 
mechanism to analyze the grotesques in the novel. The grotesques are weird in 
one-way or another, but they have something in common: there is pure and persistent 
longing for understanding and love in their hearts. They are blocked from the release 
of the basic human emotions. Their living conditions have been changed, the fertile 
land they rely on for their livelihood is undertaking great changes, and their beautiful 
pastoral agrarian community is coming to an end, but they resist changes in themselves, 
sticking to the out-of-dated truth. They live in the past, unwilling to face the present 
life and adjust themselves to the new environment. Their lives are unfulfilled, and their 
desires repressed, thus they become grotesques. Chapter Two mainly focuses on the 
interactions between George Willard and the grotesques, through which, George 
Willard has undergone a voyage from innocence to experience, from ignorance to 
understanding, and from apparent reality to true reality. Chapter Three mainly analyzes 
the modernistic narrative techniques used by Anderson in this novel: style of looseness 
and imageries, the moment of epiphany and symbolic significance. Conclusion is the 
summary of Anderson’s achievement in Winesburg, Ohio, his influence on the young 















With his exquisite insight of American society, Anderson has depicted a group of 
grotesques living in the transitional period from agrarian tradition to modernization, 
and provided us with a picture of spiritual wasteland of the modern people. Anderson’s 
unique place in the history of American literature is thus unshakably strengthened. He 
is one of the pioneers of American modernist literature. Although compared with the 
mainstream modernist writers such as Faulkner, Joyce and Woolf, he lacks their sense 
of crisis and anxiety in the modern world. Nevertheless, both his achievements and 
limitation deserve our further study today.  
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Sherwood Anderson is a very peculiar writer in American literary history. He is 
mainly famous for Winesburg, Ohio which is about a group of tales of grotesques. 
There are many paradoxes in Winesburg, Ohio. It’s supposed to be a simple book, but 
some perceptive critics have concluded that its simplicity is quite complicated, and 
many critics have written quite complicated essays about it. Some critics think that 
Winesburg, Ohio belongs to the genre of short story, while some other critics think it is 
a well-designed novel. It’s supposed to be a book of peculiar appeal to adolescents, but 
later critics have found the book is mainly about the state of alienation and despair of 
common people in the modern world. Some critics think it is a dirty and an immoral 
book, while the later readers and critics have found that it is a profoundly moral book. 
Some critics think that Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio is a revolt against the American 
village, while some other critics think that the dominant tone of this book is nostalgic 
toward American Midwest small town life. Some critics label this book as naturalism, 
others, realism. The paradoxes of the book show Winesburg, Ohio is becoming more 
and more focused in literature field. And more and more people, readers or critics, are 
showing greater interest in this book. 
In fact, the interpretations to this book are without exhaustion. The different 
opinions on Sherwood Anderson and his work encourages the present thesis to further 
study Winesburg, Ohio in the perspective of historical materialism, dialectic 
materialism and Feud psychoanalysis in order to get a better understanding of 
Anderson, his status in American literary history and his legacy to the successor 
writers in America. Through close reading of Winesburg, Ohio and Anderson’s other 
works, the thesis draws the conclusion that Anderson is a forerunner of modernism 
rather than simply a realist, naturalist or romanticist as some critics have labeled him. 
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the pioneer work focusing on the psychological world in the modern machine age. He 
has great influences on the successors, such as William Faulkner, Earnest Hemingway 
and F. S. Fitzergerald, who are the famous representatives of American modernism. In 
a word, he is not a minor writer as he claims himself. On the contrary, he is a very 
important figure in American literary history. 
Anderson was born into a poor family in 1876. He received very irregular 
education and he never finished high school. He set up his own business but later gave 
in to his long-deferred ambition: to be a writer. Life to Anderson was full of chaos: 
bitter and sweet, loveliness and ugliness, comic but terrible. Life also was curiously 
wonderful to him. Struggling to adjust himself to the wonderful life, Anderson sought 
to discover its spirit, laws of motion, heaven in its depths. He went about with eyes 
mainly directed on his own inwardness, but with fraternal feelings toward the world.  
He was representative in his efforts to realize the American dream-but even more 
representative in his failure. In fact, out of his emotional breakdown in 1912, out of his 
gradual move from the business world to the world of letters, he, along with other 
writers, created proof what America had to do to build up a healthy spiritual world 
matched with its booming material well-being. He was seen as pointing the way, 
showing how men might come together rather than make fortunes for themselves. He 
himself seemed to be what America needed---no longer a self-made man, but one 
whose writings called for recognition of the worth of others. 
Anderson is above all a story teller. In his opinion, compassion, understanding 
and love should be the first essential quality to be a good story teller, who “can 
sometimes be very cruel…to observe. A story-teller should always live into other 
people’s lives while at the same time stand above them and look down” (Anderson 
Man and His Imagination 40)1. Anderson was against separation, separation from 
other human beings, from his own created people, separation from livingness which 
                                                        
1 Anderson, Sherwood. “Man and His Imagination”. The Intent of the Artist. New York: Russell & Russell, 

















was everywhere. As indicated in his depiction of George Willard in his Winesburg, 
Ohio, George Willard becomes a potential writer when he realizes that he has to live 
well into others and to have compassion, understanding and love to get close to the 
people, to see beneath the surface to understand what is secretly going on. 
According to Anderson, the second essential quality to be a good story-teller is 
good imagination. As Anderson comments in his Man and His Imagination, “Art is art, 
it’s not life” (MAHI 67). But he doesn’t think imagination can be separated from reality, 
“Upon the fact in nature the imagination must constantly feed in order that the 
imaginative life remains significant” (Gregory 344). In his imagination, he can hear 
and feel the people. They are as lively as in reality while there is something more in his 
imagination. Anderson believes that a single glance at human face seems to tell a 
whole life story. What’s more, imagination can help a writer realize the beauty, the 
strangeness and wonder missed in everyday life, because “The life of reality is 
confused, disorderly, almost always without apparent purpose, whereas in the artist’s 
imaginative life there is a purpose” (MAHI 70). To Anderson, the artist always seems 
to be a peculiarly fortunate being who can evade much of the drabness of daily life.  
Anderson has deep emotion toward people and life, as he says “life is never a dull 
thing except to the dull” (MAHI 68). He is a writer deeply rooted in American native 
land, with his Ohio town as a microcosm. His Winesburg, Ohio is not only for analysis 
and diagnose of people’s lives, but also for understanding and love for the grotesques. 
He writes from his experience as a Native American, neither to beautify the American 
Midwest town life nor to disclose the dark side of the life. His focus is on the inner 
world and the persistent desires of the grotesques. He depicts the grotesques with 
compassion, understanding and love and we, as readers, better understand the 
grotesques and come to realize their value as human beings. 
Although there are a lot of critical achievements on Anderson and his Winesburg, 
Ohio, this thesis mainly focuses on psychoanalytical reading of the grotesques, the 
interactions between George Willard and the grotesques, and the modernistic narrative 
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Chapter One tries to use Freudian psychoanalysis to analyze the grotesques and 
their repressed desires. Freud’s theory on human psyche and mental personality has 
brought great changes in the way of thinking and the literary trend in the new century. 
Anderson is a conscious writer who has showed great concern to the people and the 
world at that time. His protagonists are not the traditional heroes. He creates a group of 
anti-heroes living in despair, their desires are repressed, their lives unfulfilled, and 
most profound and universal, their innocence lost. The “ego” of these grotesques are 
severely twisted and crashed in the changing times. The state of alienation, anxiety and 
despair of the people are reflections of the modern machine age which is the main 
cause of the spiritual wasteland in the modern world.  
Chapter Two focuses on the thematic analysis of the novel through interactions 
between George Willard and the grotesques. There is a pattern underlying the loose 
stories: George Willard becomes mature through observing and understanding the 
grotesques. He has undergone an inner voyage from ignorance to experience, from 
misunderstanding to understanding, from the apparent reality to true reality. Finally he 
finishes the evolution from ignorant adolescent to mature manhood and decides to take 
the road of letters with departure from Winesburg and the grotesques.  
In the last chapter, I’d like to give a detailed analysis of Anderson’s modernistic 
narrative techniques. Anderson’s narrative is modernistic for the following features: 
the stories are not told in chorological time. Instead, the shift of time is prevalent in his 
stories. Another important feature is the moment of insight in the stories. The single 
moment, also called epiphany, is one of the important techniques the modernist applies 
to their works. The single moment is short but eternal, separated but inseparable from 
the whole lifetime. The reader can have a glimpse into the whole lifetime of the 
grotesques in one single moment. The imageries in the novel give the reader sensory 
appeal and the symbols are skillfully used to reveal the theme of alienation in the 
modern world. From this perspective, Anderson is a forerunner of modernism. 
Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio is a parable of loss of innocence and loss of love. 
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